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The News Managing Habit 


THE NATIONAL HABIT 
of permitting Presidents to 
manage the. news is a little 
like the national habit of 
smoking cigarettes. Every so 
often the habit makes us 
sick. There is much self- 
diagnosis and resolution. A 
couple of years later we get 
sick again and realize that 
we still have the habit. 

The proof is in what hap- 
pened to former Attorney 
General Ramsey Clark, who 
went to North Vietnam and 
told us what he saw. 

Within hours after he 
spoke, the Secretary of 
State denounced him; then 
the President’s press secre- 
tary denounced him; then 
the chairman of the Republi- 
can National Committee, 
senators and congressmen 
denounced him. 

For days, the news was of 
' high dudgeon. Mr. Clark, 
the public was told in the 
process, had done something 
shameful and embarrassing. 
He was at least a dupe and 
at most a traitor. Of one 
thing there was no question: 
He had damaged his Presi- 
dent’s effort to end the war. 

Now that it’s all over, let’s 


look back and see what it, 
was that Mr. Clark actually 
did that seemed to warrant 
calling the Supreme Court 
back from vacation to re- 
establish the death penalty. 

FIRST, HE VISITED 
North Vietnam. A lot of 
Americans have done the 
same and have come back 
saying the same things Mr. 
Clark said. 

Now, what did he say? He 
said he saw a lot of bomb 
damage to the dikes which 
the President had promised 
would not be bombed. He 
said he saw hospitals; and 
schools bombed and a great 
many maimed children. He 
said he saw some of our 
prisoners of war and that 
they appeared to be healthy 
and fairly well-treated. 

What was so wrong about 
saying these things? Does 
the administration expect 
the American people to be-. a 
lieve that it can drop three 
times the bomb tonnage of 
World War II on a state 
smaller than Missouri and 
not maim children? Does it 
expect the American people 
to believe that anti-person- 


nel bmobs are not intended 
to kill people? Does the ad- 
ministration want >the wives 
and families of war prison- 
ers to believe they are being 
ill-treated? Apparently so. 

Mr. Clark then added his 
opinion. He said he thought 
the bombing was an outrage, 
the war a horror and Mr. 
Nixon’s policy a failure. He 
might have added — though 
he didn’t — that the Presi- 
dent’s great success in this 
war has been to so arrange 
troop withdrawals and the 
draft that Americans can 
continue to pulverize a tiny 
country without having to 
think about it. As Sen. Ed- 
ward Kennedy has pointed 
out, “We have changed the 
color of the bodies.” It has 
made our desire to end the 
war less strident and says 
something about us more 
understandable than admira- 
ble. 

TO ALL OF THIS, the ad- 
ministration responded in 
the spirit of the ancient Per- 
sians: “Kill the messenger 
who brings bad news.” And 
there was nobody to say 
nay. What the Secretary of 


State says is news, automati- 
cally. And what the Presi- 
dent’s press secretary says 
is news. And what senators 
and congressmen say is 
news. And so the newspa- 
pers and radio and televi- 
sion carried the news and as 
a result what might have 
been treated as a useful 
service appeared as embar- 
rassing, degrading and 
worse. 

To be fair to the nation’s 
media, the managed news 
habit is difficult to cure. 
Are they to interrupt the 
Secretary of State in mid- 
sentence in order to explain 
to lljeir readers, listeners 
and viewers that what Sec- 
retary of State Rogers is 
doing to trying to kill the 
messenger? Are they to ex- 
plain that this barrage of 
criticism is well orches- 
trated? Wouldn’t the public 
think this was “editorializ- 
ing”? 

But until we find a way to 
break this habit, we are 
going to have periods of na- 
tional sickness. Eventually, 
as with the cigarette habit, 
the sickness may be deadly. 
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